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Crystal Gazing
Roy Szweda, 
Acting Editor
There has always been an element of uncer-
tainty in all high-tech activities. It is the 
precarious balance which can throw up inno-
vations and/or making a fortune. A hangover 
from my R&D days is forever wondering how 
you pick the winners. Even within the com-
pounds there’s so much to cover. For every 
success there must be millions of wasted 
funds backing the wrong horse.
In an uncertain world
Any endeavour can be relatively easy to jus-
tify on technical grounds – the unfettered 
pursuit of knowledge and all that. It is far 
less easy to convince those doing the 
funding. No matter what line you are in, 
someone is going to want to see a return on 
the investment.
Moreover, every year it seems that that 
degree of uncertainty just gets bigger. It 
could be the rosier tint of nostalgia, but 
some people are convinced that the world 
has moved into a period where uncertainty 
is higher. This subtly contrasts with the 20th 
Century, where ‘hot war’ was followed by the 
‘Cold War’. Topically, the threat of nuclear 
weapons is in the news again. Add to that 
natural and ecological disasters, perhaps 
even cosmic events like asteroid collision. 
Nowadays the threats have apparently moved 
closer. Collectively, these make it much less 
straightforward to be comfortable with your 
decision-making.
On the one hand, it makes it more important 
to get advice. Second, or even third opinions 
can be a comfort. Today’s information over-
load and overwork are making it a good time 
for sellers of ‘helpful’ information. However, 
they too are finding it less easy to create 
viable, legitimate market forecasts.
Also, the industry itself is too dependent 
on the fickleness of its customer base. 
Too many potential earning opportunities 
or ‘revenue streams’ require massive infra-
structural investment before the profits start 
to flow.
So too it is trickier to decide where to set up 
manufacturing. Recent events have remind-
ed us of the fragility of some economies. 
Apparently the King of Thailand has seen 
no less than seventeen coups in his reign. 
Whatever site you choose, it must have a mix 
of often irreconcilable features. Low labour 
costs, which must come with a reasonable 
standard of education, and yet not too quick-
ly develop a fondness for the good life and 
more of it.
Geographically, the industry is nearly at 
the end of the possibilities. Everywhere has 
a fab of some sort, it seems. The chip indus-
try has moved around a lot in the 
past decade. For the time being it resides 
in the Far East – China is a recent favourite, 
something unheard of not that long ago. 
Where next, some are asking? Russia 
seems a logical step, or perhaps South 
America? This region has a mix of exist-
ing riches alongside poverty. Sounds ideal 
– especially since the Brazilian government 
has woken up to providing financial 
incentives.
Maybe here in the UK we can look forward 
to seeing some ‘inward investment’. Let’s 
hope it is more successful and less tempo-
rary than a while back. The prospects are 
not encouraging; a recent report from 
AFDEC says the UK has become dependent 
on industrial and military. But then, who 
except food retailers wants to be in the 
high-volume businesses where margins 
are so tight.
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